A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
only a quarter of the total number, but probably half the total
tonnage. Half the men were gone by the time the Armada
returned home.
Elizabeth, who had kept in the background all the time to
see who would win, now came forward—after a fortnight—was
greeted with enthusiasm, and reviewed the militia at Tilbury.
Hie, Episode of Essex. The last years of Elizabeth's reign
after the Armada are filled with two things—the episode of Essex
and the beginning of a conquest of Ireland.
The episode of Essex was as follows :
Essex, who had been a handsome lad of twenty at the time of
the Armada, was of the Devereux family, and therefore stood, in
a fashion, for the old nobility of whom the Reformation group,
headed by Cecil, were so jealous. Elizabeth's mania for suc-
cessive frustrated amours—none other were open to her—became
with increasing years something not quite sane. Leicester, who
had been her chief attraction for so many years, died in the six
weeks after the failure of the Armada. He was the lover of
Essex's mother and the poisoner of Essex's father, whose widow
he bigamously married; he thus became the stepfather of young
Essex, It was under such auspices that the young man fell into
Elizabeth's favour, in spite of his marriage with the widow of
Philip Sidney (so close was the clique). Elizabeth's dealings
with him were Anjou all over again, only more disgraceful: the
connection of a young man under thirty with an old woman
thirty-four years his senior. Essex accepted the position—to
his shame—for the great advantages it brought him; but he
was ill at ease. He talked contemptuously of the doting Queen
and ridiculed her "crooked carcase." But she would not be
cured of her infatuation.
Essex took command of an expedition against Spain in 1596,
where he was fully successful, capturing, looting, and burning
the town of Cadiz, destroying the Spanish shipping and bringing
back with him great treasure. It is typical of the unfortunate
Elizabeth's false position that, like all the other courtiers of the
time, he enriched himself at her expense, and refused to hand
over the booty which was legally the property of the Treasury.
She put him at the head of the national forces the next year, but
sbe chafed against his insolence; on one occasion she struck
Mm, and the relations between them became what they could not
but be—as strained as they were tainted. He, of course, was

